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How  the  Assembly  Works 

Although  many  people  think  the  televised 
Oral  Question  Period  is  typical  of  the  work  of 
the  Legislative  Assembly,  it  is  only  a small 
part  of  our  Legislature’s  daily  business.  If 
you  were  to  visit  the  public  gallery  to  watch 
Members  of  the  Legislative  Assembly  in  ac- 
tion in  the  Chamber  below,  you  would  dis- 
cover that  the  legislative  process  is  a very 
complex  one. 

Part  1 below  outlines  the  pattern  of  an 
entire  session,  while  part  2 describes  the 
Assembly’s  daily  affairs,  from  routine  proce- 
dures to  the  main  business  items  that  MLAs 
debate  and  vote  on  in  the  House. 


1.  A Sessional  Overview 

The  Legislative  Assembly  of  Alberta  is 
called  into  session  every  year,  usually  in  early 
spring,  by  a Royal  proclamation. 

On  the  first  sitting  day  after  a general  elec- 
tion, the  Assembly  elects  one  of  its  members 
to  serve  as  Speaker.  His  job  throughout  the 
session  is  to  control  the  House’s  proceedings, 
much  like  a traffic  controller  or  a referee. 

He  makes  sure  that  debates  are  orderly,  that 
members  follow  the  rules  of  the  House,  and 
that  all  members,  no  matter  what  party  they 
represent,  have  a chance  to  make  their  views 
known. 


The  Lieutenant  Governor  reads  the 
Speech  from  the  Throne  on  opening  day, 
outlining  the  government’s  plan  of  action  for 
the  session.  On  subsequent  days  the  mem- 
bers take  part  in  the  throne  speech  debate, 
which  may  take  up  to  10  days.  This  debate 
is  very  wide-ranging  and  ends  with  members 
voting  on  whether  to  approve  the  govern- 
ment’s policies  in  general. 

The  Provincial  Treasurer  delivers  the 
Budget  Address  usually  within  two  weeks  of 
the  session’s  opening.  It  outlines  the  gov- 
ernment’s taxation  and  spending  plans.  The 
budget  debate  follows,  as  the  Assembly  con- 
siders a motion  to  approve  the  budget  in 
principle.  In  Alberta  members  customarily 
do  not  vote  on  this  motion.  Over  the  next 
five  or  six  weeks  (to  a maximum  of  25  sit- 
ting days),  MLAs  discuss  the  budget  esti- 
mates, which  are  the  detailed  spending  pro- 
posals for  each  government  department. 

MLAs  introduce  Bills  (first  reading)  and 
then  debate  them  in  three  stages:  second 
reading,  Committee  of  the  Whole,  and  third 
reading.  The  Lieutenant  Governor  gives 
Royal  Assent  to  Bills  which  have  passed 
third  reading.  Most  Bills  receive  Royal 
Assent  in  a special  ceremony  on  the  last  day 
of  the  session. 

Prorogation  formally  ends  the  session. 
Any  motion  or  Bill  still  on  the  House’s 
agenda  "dies  on  the  Order  Paper";  that  is,  it 
is  no  longer  before  the  House  and  must  be 
reintroduced  at  the  next  session  if  members 
still  wish  it  to  be  considered. 


2.  The  Daily  Routine 

During  a session  the  Legislative  Assembly 
sits  from  2:30  to  5:30  p.m.  Monday  through 
Thursday  and  10  a.m.  to  1 p.m.  on  Friday. 

On  Monday,  Tuesday,  and  Thursday  the 
Assembly  might  also  sit  in  the  evening  from  8 
p.m.  on.  Each  day  the  sitting  opens  with  the 
Speaker’s  procession,  the  prayer,  and  the 
following  routine  procedures: 

• Introduction  of  Visitors:  MLAs  introduce 
parliamentarians,  diplomats,  and  other  official 
visitors  to  the  Assembly. 


to  Written  Questions  and  Motions  for 
Returns. 

• Introduction  of  Special  Guests:  MLAs 
introduce  groups  of  students  and  other 
visitors  present  in  the  gallery. 

• Ministerial  Statements:  Cabinet  min- 
isters announce  new  policies,  programs,  or 
directions  for  their  departments. 

• Oral  Question  Period:  For  45  minutes 
opposition  MLAs  and  government  MLAs 
not  in  cabinet  ask  cabinet  ministers  ques- 
tions about  government  activity. 


• Presenting  Petitions;  Reading  and 
Receiving  Petitions:  Albertans  concerned 
about  any  provincial  issue  may  ask  an  MLA 
to  present  a petition  to  the  Assembly.  As 
well,  the  Assembly  must  be  formally 
petitioned  to  consider  any  Private  Bills. 

• Presenting  Reports  by  Standing  and 
Special  Committees:  MLAs  serve  on  com- 
mittees which  sometimes  table  reports  in  the 
Assembly. 


Q:  How  can  I see  Oral  Question  Period? 

A:  Contact  your  MLA  or  come  to  the  fourth  floor 
of  the  Legislature  Building  and  ask  the  recep- 
tionist for  a visitor’s  pass.  You  may  then  take  a 
seat  in  the  public  gallery.  Plan  to  arrive  before 
2:30  p.m.  Monday  to  Thursday  or  10  a.m.  on 
Friday.  Question  period  is  also  broadcast  live  on 
TV  cable  systems  serving  the  Edmonton  area  and 
rebroadcast  later  on  the  ACCESS  Network. 


® Notices  of  Motions:  Normally,  MLAs  must 
give  the  House  one  clear  day’s  notice  of  mo- 
tions they  intend  to  move.  If  they  want  to 
debate  an  urgent  motion  on  shorter  notice, 
they  introduce  the  motion  during  this  part  of 
the  proceedings. 

• Introduction  of  Bills  (first  reading):  MLAs 
introduce  Bills  proposing  new  laws  or  amend- 
ments to  existing  laws.  The  Assembly 
customarily  assents  to  first  reading  without 
debate. 

• Tabling  Returns  and  Reports:  Cabinet 
ministers  table  their 

departments’  annual  re- 
ports, reports  of  com- 
missions, and  responses 


The  Leader  of  the  Official  Opposition 
asks  the  first  two  questions,  followed  by  the 
leaders  of  other  opposition  parties,  a private 
government  member,  and  then  any  other 
members  who  have  questions.  The  leaders 
are  each  allowed  two  supplementary,  or  re- 
lated, questions,  and  other  MLAs  each  have 
one.  Oral  Question  Period  is  the  most  pub- 
licized part  of  the  Assembly’s  proceedings 
and  provides  an  opportunity  for  MLAs  to 
call  attention  to  the  government’s  action  or 
inaction  on  any  public  issue. 


3.  Orders  of  the  Day 
Government  Business 

If  you  visit  the  gallery  when  government 
business  is  being  debated,  you  can  watch  the 
government’s  plans  unfold  and  listen  to 
MLAs  on  both  sides  of  the  House  debate  the 
pros  and  cons  of  the  government’s  proposals. 
The  decisions  made  at  this  time  will  affect 
you  more  than  any  other  decisions  made  in 
the  Assembly. 

In  its  parliamentary  sense,  "government" 
refers  to  the  cabinet,  which  is  made  up  of 
MLAs  from  the  party  holding  the  majority  of 
seats  in  the  Assembly.  Led  by  the  Premier, 
members  of  cabinet,  or  ministers,  develop 
proposals  for  new  laws  and  for  spending  your 
tax  dollars.  Other  MLAs  from  the  govern- 
ment party  also  help  to  form  the 
government’s  policies. 

Government  Motions  are  not  proposals  for 
laws  but  provide  a means  for  the  government 
to  promote  or  clarify  its  policies.  These 
motions  are  debated,  and  opposition  mem- 
bers may  suggest  other  policies. 

Government  Bills  propose  laws,  such  as  the 
School  Act,  which  affect  many  key  elements 
of  our  society.  They  also  propose  ways  to 
raise  taxes  or  spend  tax  dollars. 


Q:  My  MLA  is  a cabinet  minister.  She  has  intro- 
duced a Bill,  and  I’d  like  to  see  her  give  a speech 
on  it.  When  should  I come  to  the  Legislature? 

A:  Her  major  speech  on  the  Bill  will  probably  be 
made  at  the  beginning  of  second  reading.  Phone 
the  minister's  office,  and  they  will  give  you  an  idea 
of  when  second  reading  might  take  place. 


At  certain  stages  of  its  business  the  Assem- 
bly meets  as  a committee  of  the  whole  House 
to  study  government  business  in  detail.  The 
Committee  of  Supply  studies  the  annual  bud- 
get estimates.  The  Committee  of  the  Whole 
studies  Bills,  clause  by  clause  if  necessary, 
after  they  have  passed  second  reading. 
Although  the  Committee  of  the  Whole 


considers  any  Bill  that  has  reached  this 
stage,  usually  only  government  Bills  and 
private  Bills  get  this  far.  All  Bills  must  be 
approved  by  the  Committee  of  the  Whole  in 
order  to  proceed  to  third  reading. 

Both  committees  are  chaired  by  a Chair- 
man instead  of  the  Speaker.  If  you  happen 
to  catch  the  changeover  from  Assembly  to 
committee,  you  will  see  that  the  Speaker 
leaves  the  Chamber  and  the  Sergeant-at- 
Arms  takes  the  Mace  from  the  Assembly 
Table  and  puts  it  on  a bracket  below.  In 
the  early  days  of  the  British  Parliament,  the 
Speaker  was  usually  close  to  the  King,  and 
the  members  didn’t  trust  him  to  listen  in  on 
their  debates  about  the  public  purse  or 
about  details  of  proposed  legislation. 

Debate  on  government  business  provides 
an  opportunity  for  government  members  to 
promote  and  explain  their  party’s  policies, 
while  opposition  members  have  a chance  to 
point  out  what  they  feel  to  be  the  flaws  in 
those  same  ideas  and  to  make  their  own 
proposals.  Although  debate  on  motions  and 
Bills  may  not  be  as  exciting  as  Oral 
Question  Period,  listening  to  the  members’ 
arguments  is  a good  way  to  learn  how 
political  parties  differ  in  their  ideas  about 
how  Alberta  should  be  governed. 


Private  Members’  Business 

Every  MLA  who  is  not  in  cabinet  is  a 
private  member.  Private  members  propose 
Bills  and  motions,  and  these  provide  a 
forum  for  debate  on  important  issues  and 
give  the  opposition  parties  a chance  to  pro- 
mote their  policies.  If  you  pay  close  atten- 
tion to  motions  and  Bills  presented  by 
opposition  members,  you  will  have  a good 
idea  of  what  to  expect  from  them  if  they 
were  to  form  a government  in  the  future. 

Written  Questions  are  submitted  to  cab- 
inet ministers  by  members  from  opposition 
parties.  They  differ  from  oral  questions  in 
that  they  seek  detailed  information  which 
ministers  would  not  have  at  their  fingertips. 
When  ministers  agree  to  answer  written 
questions,  they  provide  either  written  or 


oral  answers  at  a later  date.  Written  ques- 
tions are  not  debated. 

Motions  for  Returns  are  requests  for  docu- 
ments made  to  cabinet  ministers  by  opposi- 
tion members.  The  documents  sought  often 
contain  detailed  information  on  controversial 
issues.  For  example,  a member  might  want 
to  obtain  minutes  of  meetings,  agreements 
with  private  companies,  or  detailed  break- 
downs of  government  actions  in  connection 
with  plans  for  industrial  development.  Be- 
cause of  its  majority,  the  government  can 


defeat  motions  requesting  material  it  does 
not  want  made  public,  but  debate  on  these 
motions  allows  opposition  members  to  criti- 
cize government  actions  and  thereby  try  to 
gain  public  support. 

Private  Bills  affect  only  the  people  or 
institutions  named  in  them.  Generally,  they 
should  not  be  sponsored  by  a cabinet  min- 
ister. The  difficult  areas  of  these  Bills  will 
have  already  been  dealt  with  by  a commit- 
tee, so  debate  in  the  Assembly  is  usually 
straightforward. 


Timetable  for  Government  Business 

Monday  and  Wednesday  afternoons  following  Oral  Question  Period,  or  at  about  3:30  p.m. 

Monday,  Tuesday,  and  Thursday  evenings  (if  necessary),  beginning  at  8 p.m. 

Friday  mornings  following  Oral  Question  Period,  or  at  about  1 1 a.m. 

Timetable  for  Private  Members’  Business 

Tuesday  afternoons  following  Oral  Question  Period,  or  at  about  3:30  p.m.:  Written  Questions  and  Motions  lor  Returns, 
followed  by  Motions  other  than  Government  Motions. 

Thursday  afternoons  following  Oral  Question  Period,  or  at  about  3:30  p.m.:  the  same  business  as  for  Tuesday  except  that 
from  4:30  to  5:30  private  members’  public  Bills  are  debated. 


